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Paula Aucott, Humphrey Southall and Richard Healey 
1. Executive Summary 
The website A Vision of Britain through Time brings together geographical surveys of 
Britain, including every census from 1801 to 2001 and a large library of historic 
maps. It was built by the Great Britain Historical GIS Project based at the University 
of Portsmouth and originally launched with National Lottery funding in 2004. JISC 
funded major extensions to content and a re-design in 2007-9, but the site was still 
designed mainly to meet the needs of local historians. 
This report summarises usage to date. Because the site is open access, heavily 
used and systematically linked to Google AdSense and Google Analytics, we can 
report on income generation and on what users do with the site in great detail, but 
we know much less about who those users are. This report forms part of our work 
under JISC's Impact of Digitised Scholarly Resources programme, but obviously 
cannot report on the impact of the new facilities being funded under that project, 
designed to better meet the needs of geographers and social scientists. 
 Users are able to find varied information about their place with just one search – 
often in a search engine. 
 There is a distinct audience for our scanned images of historical geo-referenced 
maps, not available elsewhere. 
 A wide range of users access our historical statistics on diverse topics 
 We supply academic researchers who use the site with a valuable tool to 
expand their statistical and geographical historical knowledge in their own 
research 
 The site is used for historical research on Britain by a substantial number of 
researchers based overseas 
 Continued growth in visitor numbers demonstrates growing impact 
 The site creates "findability", and generates usage, through its underlying 
information architecture 
 We fail to meet the standard expectations of GIS people 
 Much of the academic use of our data has been via download facilities at the 
UK Data Archive and EDINA, not through our own website 
 Income generation from the website is now running at over £10,000 per annum, 
fully covering our substantial running costs 
2.1. Users are able to find varied information about their place with just one 
search – often in a search engine 
The site is designed so that the many local and family historians visiting it can use it 
to quickly and easily, not simply as an excellent gazetteer but to find out which 
historical units, especially parishes and Registration Districts, covered their place of 
interest, allowing them to locate both relevant aggregate statistics within our system 
and records of individual people held elsewhere. For the first two years the site was 
live the map library was the most visited section (this may also reflect the way in 
which maps were called up for viewing), with unit pages second and "Census 
reports" third. Following the re-launch and subsequent place searching modifications 
the places pages have become the most visited, reflecting their new role as a portal 
to all the different sections of the website. Less often visited now are the unit pages, 
probably because the place pages are more accessible (See Appendix, Table 1). 
Focussing on improving the „place‟ searching resulted from comments from general 
users and an undergraduate student focus group held early in 2008. Specifically the 
students found general information about a place easy to find and thought the place 
pages were useful and relatively clear. The main method employed by students to 
locate data seemed to be „trial and error‟ clicking rather than reading the explanatory 
text. The statistical themes were not clear to all students, but the theme icons were 
thought helpful. They also asked if it would be possible to search the data by theme 
instead of by place. Overall the ability to use the site to its full potential seemed to 
vary between students. Some found it easy to gain the information they needed, 
while others struggled. Most thought the site had quite a complex structure. One 
student commented that she seemed to be going round in circles looking for data. 
As the student comments frequently reflected comments from other users it seemed 
appropriate to prioritise their issues for the re-launch. The comments that were made 
have, for the most part, been incorporated into our improvements to the site. We 
concentrated on improving the prominence of places rather than the modern local 
authorities and distinguishing between place and unit homepages. Place name 
searching has been altered so it removes all punctuation enabling greater success in 
finding places. We have reduced the congestion on the pages by introducing tabs 
and a side bar menu without removing the ease of use features the students liked.  
2.2. There is a distinct audience for our scanned images of historical geo-
referenced maps, not available elsewhere 
Although the majority of our users arrive via a Google search for information about a 
particular place, a growing number are actually looking for us by name: they search 
for some variant on our website name, with six variations in the initial year of 
analysis (2007-8) and eight each in both the subsequent years (2008-10). As might 
be expected the most prevalent search terms besides place names include old maps 
and various different Census reports (See Appendix, Table 2). Users continue to tell 
us how much they value the maps provided.  
“I do like the types of maps you include, especially the land use ones.” (User, 
May 2009) 
 “Thanks for the pointer to your shiny new site... It certainly looks nicer, and 
from a brief browse around it seems to work pretty well....Vision of Britain has 
been an invaluable and almost unique source of historic maps and boundaries 
for amateur genealogists (including myself) over the past few years.” (User, 
July 2009) 
The small but steady growth of direct entrances to the map library, probably reflects 
not only the improvement to the map viewer facilities and much larger collection of 
available maps introduced at the re-launch, but also how more people are becoming 
aware of the useful digital scans contained therein. The only closely comparable on-
line map library is that of the National Library of Scotland, but this is limited to 
Scotland. At least three sites provide access to historic six inch to one mile mapping 
from Landmark Information (Edina Digimap, British History On-Line and Landmark's 
own "Old Maps"), but these maps are too detailed to provide a sense of place, and 
they also lack our user-friendly "slippy maps" interface. 
2.3. A wide range of users access our historical statistics on diverse topics 
The website covers a wide range of historical themes based on statistics from the 
Census, vital registration, election results and so on, complimented by contextual 
data including scanned map images, historical gazetteers and travel narratives. 
Interestingly, in all three years Celia Fiennes the travel writer crops up as a popular 
search keyword, despite the seeming indifference to these narratives in the wider 
statistics on content. The variety of backgrounds and subject interests of our users 
emphasises the success of the website in reaching a broad cross section of the 
wider community. 
“I had a look at your website and wanted to compliment you on the vision and 
scope of the project. It will be a great resource for people with many and 
varied interests!” (Aquatic Ecologist User, Sept 2004) 
“I have used the Vision of Britain website for both a history and a geography 
project now and it's great!” (Teacher, June 2005) 
“I am working on a project for the Northwest Development Agency and I am 
seeking census information from 1801 onwards in this region. Your site has 
been of great benefit in demonstrating population trends for larger 
metropolitan areas.” (User, August 2008) 
 “I have been using your site recently and have found it excellent for statistical 
data from the census... I am using this data for my PhD thesis” (User, July 
2009) 
“I am an osteoarchaeologist and on occasion use your excellent website for 
complimentary historical data.” (User, February 2010)  
While we currently lack systematic data on the disciplinary background of our users, 
it is very clear from the people who contact us that they are far from being limited to 
geography and history. 
2.4. We supply academic researchers who use the site with a valuable tool 
to expand their statistical and geographical historical knowledge in their 
own research 
We asked a number of academic users who had originally contacted us if they were 
willing to be interviewed, which led to two case studies of how particular users 
interact with the website. The interviews began by obtaining some background on 
the users, their subject area, position and research interests. Both users interviewed 
are current PhD students at different UK Universities. One is based in geography 
and is looking at the history of local economies, and the other is in Environmental 
Sciences and researching how changes in the environment impact on health 
geographically. 
Neither currently do any regular teaching, although both plan to become involved in 
this next year, so they were asked about their own use of digital resources. Both use 
Google and Wikipedia as tools for beginning their research on anything. Together 
these websites provide an overview of available resources and an initial definition of 
the topic or as a starting point to inspire questions and ideas. Both commented that 
digitised content on the web meant access to data was much easier, enabling it to be 
accessed from everywhere and that it provided a much more straightforward way to 
access traditional resources, although one also commented that most traditional data 
is still not available online. They noted that by using the web to look at digital data it 
is possible to see how other researchers are approaching and using the data, for 
instance the creation of mash-ups which might lead to new ideas about your own 
research and the ability to forge links with like-minded people. Both users thought 
that they use digital resources differently to original sources as they offer 
opportunities for more meta-data to be attached detailing background information on 
the document itself as well as links to other useful associated sources. They also 
offer the opportunity to talk to other researchers working on similar topics. The ideas 
generated help to tie the data together, and this in turn provokes new research 
questions.  
They were questioned about their use of Vision of Britain itself and how they are 
actually using the data we supply. One had only discovered the site three months 
before and had been using it daily since then, concentrating on the statistical atlas 
and travel writing areas. The other has known the site for a couple of years and for a 
period of two months visited the site daily for research using the unit and boundary 
information in the gazetteer. Both users thought that Vision of Britain offered both a 
means to accessing traditional sources like a Census report, but that it also 
represented something new in providing all the material together in one place. 
Opinion was divided on whether they thought Vision of Britain was well known within 
the academic community. One said that all the people they interact with knew about 
it, whilst the other said nobody in the Census working group they were a member of 
did, and that they had actually stumbled across the site from a Google web search. 
This suggests some lack of prominence amongst the academics who work in fields 
which use our type of data and emphasises the need to find ways to directly market 
the website to them. 
Their actual uses of the website were quite different and this in itself illustrates the 
diverse nature of the site. One chose to collect statistics for analysis and then did 
some recalculations for rates of change. The other employed it to check and cross-
reference information and therefore did not need to make any adaptations. Both 
knew of our data held at the national repositories at EDINA and UK Data Archive and 
had downloaded a significant amount of it. One had not yet spent enough time with 
the data to be able to comment on its usefulness. The other commented on some 
errors in the data, which have been caused by hardware transfers at the data 
repository and we are working with the repository towards resolving this issue. When 
asked if they used any other digital resources to compliment our data one referenced 
the Parliamentary Papers made available online by Proquest, while the other 
mentioned other Census data and English Health Service data. 
Neither had made enough use of the place searching on the website before it 
changed to be able to comment on the effectiveness of the alterations and they both 
said they would use a download facility for boundary maps and historic map sheets if 
it were made available. When questioned about what they thought a statistical 
download system should offer the user, one suggested original data recalculated to 
modern districts as used in Vision of Britain but made available in table format, the 
other CSV files for any statistical dataset, preferably including new ones not currently 
held in the website. Querying on whether offering this as a facility for local areas 
rather than national coverage would be useful produced a mixed response, one said 
they would find it very useful, whilst the other would not because their research was 
based on national trends, rather than because the facility itself would not be 
worthwhile. Both thought that having these facilities on the website would encourage 
them to use the website in their own future teaching and would prompt them to 
encourage their future students to use it. 
Their main issue with the current site was not being able to access data in the 
database that is generating the web pages in Vision of Britain. This limitation should 
be removed by the current addition of a download system and they thought this was 
the most useful change that could be made to the site. They also complained about 
the lack of dates in the boundary mapping, which we removed because too many of 
the dates were clearly wrong, another issue being addressed by the current project. 
Other issues were the lack of source information for the boundary maps and the 
currently missing links to the GBHDB documentation system. Another suggestion 
was to include a search box in the header of every page so it would be possible to 
search for any place or unit from anywhere in the site not just the site home page or 
the place pages. It was also observed that more effort could perhaps be made to 
publicise the site to academic census users as it is not well known amongst them. 
Overall both were very positive about the site, one said it was “terrific” and the other 
that it was “well-organised”, “easy to find things” and “fun to look at” which reinforces 
the perception that the website is successful in its main aim to give users easy, 
understandable access to our data.  
2.5. The site is used for historical research on Britain by a substantial 
number of researchers based overseas 
The geographical location of our users helps explain the temporal distribution of our 
user base. As would be expected the majority of our users come from the UK, but 
nearly a quarter of all traffic comes from abroad. A significant proportion of the traffic 
comes from other English speaking nations (the top six in every year) with the United 
States of America and Australia consistently being returned as the top two, perhaps 
because of their relative population size. It is also interesting that in the top 25 
countries there is very little change during the three years. Our popularity outside 
Great Britain is also evidenced by their direct contact with us as exemplified by this 
message received in July 2010: 
“I am writing on behalf of several genealogists who volunteer at the LDS 
Family History Library in Salt Lake City, Utah—specifically on the British 
Research floor. Your excellent website, Vision of Britain, is one of our most 
used gazetteer resources.” 
A world map shows the distribution of our users spatially in 2009-10 in the Appendix 
(Map 1), and is followed by a table (Table 3) indicating the number of visits for the 
top 10 countries they are based in. Note that the new download facilities will be 
inaccessible to non-UK academics as they will be limited to members of the UK 
Federation. We know there is substantial demand, and have recently licensed part of 
our historic boundary data to the University of British Columbia. 
2.6. Continued growth in visitor numbers demonstrates growing impact. 
The overall popularity of the website is undeniable when we chart the continued 
growth in visitor numbers. Unique user figures for the first year until August 2008 are 
based on estimates of new visits and this explains the differences in the two sets of 
figures. The forecast of unique visitors depicted below shows an obvious upward 
trend, and below that is the projected growth over the currently contracted life of the 
website. 
Figure 1: Unique Visitor numbers over the life of Vision of Britain 
 
 
Figure 2: Forecast of expected growth of unique visitors to Vision of Britain 
Month 
Forecast 
unique 
visitors 
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Month 
Forecast 
unique 
visitors 
Feb-11 93,420 
 
Mar-12 104,532 
 
Apr-13 115,701 
Mar-11 94,210 
 
Apr-12 105,407 
 
May-13 116,548 
Apr-11 95,084 
 
May-12 106,253 
 
Jun-13 117,422 
May-11 95,930 
 
Jun-12 107,127 
 
Jul-13 118,268 
Jun-11 96,804 
 
Jul-12 107,973 
 
Aug-13 119,142 
Jul-11 97,651 
 
Aug-12 108,848 
 
Sep-13 120,017 
Aug-11 98,525 
 
Sep-12 109,722 
 
Oct-13 120,863 
Sep-11 99,399 
 
Oct-12 110,568 
 
Nov-13 121,737 
Oct-11 100,245 
 
Nov-12 111,443 
 
Dec-13 122,583 
Nov-11 101,120 
 
Dec-12 112,289 
 
Jan-14 123,458 
Dec-11 101,966 
 
Jan-13 113,163 
 
Feb-14 124,332 
Jan-12 102,840 
 
Feb-13 114,037 
 
Mar-14 125,122 
Feb-12 103,715 
 
Mar-13 114,827 
    
Although unique visitors count is considered the most important usage indicator 
page count also provides an interesting insight into patterns in user behaviour. There 
are consistently clear dips in usage in December covering the Christmas holidays 
and around the lead up to or during the main educational exam period and summer 
holidays. After the elimination of web crawlers and calls to itself from the website, 
and despite the inevitable peaks and troughs, there does seem to have been a 
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general downward trend in the number of pages viewed over two years, from 2007 to 
2009, then a period of relative stability followed by the initial indications of a new 
growth. 
Figure 3: Count of pages served per month on Vision of Britain 
  
2.7. The site creates "findability", and generates usage, through its 
underlying information architecture 
Investigating the pages used most often to enter the site showed an unusual, 
possibly unique pattern: most users enter the site not at our main home page or at 
one of our thematic pages, such as "Historical maps" or "Travel writing", but at a 
geographically specific page. In 2007-8 and 2008-9, pages for specific administrative 
units were the commonest single entry point. However, this pattern has changed in 
the last year as place pages have taken the lead (see Appendix, Table 2). This 
demonstrates that the improvements to the ontology structure and better place name 
matching are having a significantly positive impact on place searching with over half 
of all entrances to the site arriving on these pages. In most cases users are landing 
on the primary place page, which provides a map and a short description. These 
were consciously designed as landing pages in the JISC-funded redesign in 2009, 
so it is not that users are simply landing on arbitrary pages deep within the site. 
Unsurprisingly Google is the most common search engine used, with Yahoo and 
Bing gradually increasing their user share whilst use of Ask and Aol are beginning to 
diminish. The high usage levels of the site clearly reflect our strong performance, 
especially Google, and this in turn has driven our success in generating income via 
Google Ads. This search engine performance is by design, not chance, but is very 
much based on the overall structure of the resource rather than our having added 
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quite separate "search engine optimisation" features. Conventional database driven 
websites perform very badly with search engines because most content can be 
reached only by completing a form, and consequently cannot be reached at all by 
Googlebots and other search engine spiders. Typical GIS-driven sites perform if 
anything worse, because what we see as a map is actually a "form", but containing 
images rather than text. 
Conversely, our overall information architecture is semantic as much as spatial, 
providing literally hundreds of thousands of links between geographical entities 
which are exposed on the site, enabling spiders to systematically move between 
places and units. In particular, as well as the administrative hierarchies linking 
"units", we constructed a separate hierarchy of "places" which starts with ten very 
major cities (London, Birmingham, Glasgow, Liverpool, Manchester, Sheffield, 
Leeds, Edinburgh, Bristol and Kingston upon Hull), associates each with ten nearby 
and slightly smaller places (for Bristol, Cardiff, Plymouth, Southampton, Swansea 
and so on), down until the smallest village is linked in. These relationships are 
displayed as links at the bottom of each place page, and the specific choice of ten 
did follow advice from a US search engine expert. The starting point for this is a 
"Places" link in the top menu bar, which leads directly to the "place" page for Britain. 
This replaced an earlier system where we simply included a link from the footer to 
every page to the British Isles "home page" within the AUO, and is clearly very 
effective. 
One consequence of this structure is to allow "page rank" to in effect trickle down 
from our home page to our geographically specific pages. We know of no other 
geographically-based site with such a systematic approach to creating "findability". 
2.8. We fail to meet the standard expectations of GIS people 
The JISC-funded re-design and re-launch had to focus on adding content 
implementing new infrastructure, based on Postgres rather than Oracle. With the 
exception of the new historic map library it was not possible to re-think the 
functionality of the website. Our sheer number of users also limits our ability to 
include computationally intensive GIS functionality. 
We were able to do some additional checking of content, but more remains to be 
done: A Vision of Britain through Time is probably unique among both digitisation 
projects and GIS-based resources in the way that we have tried to link together 
related information from different sources, but inevitably errors creep in. Significant 
work has been done on cross-checking data between the gazetteer units, places, 
census tables and the boundary files to remove all irregularities, only those that have 
been completed are in the new version of the site. 
“I find problematic the fact that where maps have historical and current 
boundaries, there's no way to tell which is which. A lot of my research benefits 
from knowing how boundaries have changed through history.” (User, May 
2009) 
“I have found this site very useful and, apart from the changing boundaries of 
Meppershall Beds being not as I know them to have been [it's OK nobody who 
hasn't done in depth research knows them], have found the information 
brilliant.” (User, May 2009) 
The inclusion in the re-launched site of many historical local government boundary 
map images goes some way towards meeting the requests of these users for better 
boundary presentation. However, the implementation of download facilities for 
scanned historical maps and boundary shape files which the users can acquire for 
use in their own research will significantly improve not just the usefulness of the site, 
but also the perception of the integrity of the core data together with its kudos in the 
academic community.  
2.9. Much of the academic use of our data has been via download facilities 
at the UK Data Archive and EDINA, not through our own website 
A Vision of Britain through Time is not the only way users can access the information 
resources assembled by the Great Britain Historical GIS Project: our data has also 
been available through JISC-funded national data centres since before the original 
launch of the website in 2004, and this is why download facilities were not prioritised. 
We can therefore include some usage data from these, and these give some 
indication of the general usefulness of our data specifically to academics, whilst the 
minimal usage of the statistical atlas in Vision of Britain highlights how the website 
itself is failing to meet those needs. 
Our statistical data are deposited at the UK Data Archive (UKDA) (formerly the 
History Data Service section of the UKDA) at the University of Essex 
(http://www.data-archive.ac.uk/). To indicate the actual coverage of our statistics 
collection within the UKDA catalogue it was divided into a large number of separate 
“studies”, as a result usage of some of the individual “studies” is quite low. However, 
had our statistical data been deposited as a single study, it would have been the 
single most heavily used item in the HDS collection during its existence. Compilation 
of usage statistics began in 2004. In that year there was only seven months worth of 
data collected, but if the average per month were multiplied up for 12 months this 
would total just below 91 for the year, roughly equivalent to the other years. The 
statistics indicate a fluctuating pattern of use (See Appendix, Table 4). Most 
noticeable is the prevalence of postgraduates in those downloading data, followed by 
staff at Higher Education institutions rather than the other way round. There is also a 
steady flow of undergraduate downloads, presumably for particular projects. 
Historical boundary data created by the GB Historical GIS project have been 
available from the UKBORDERS system, operated by the EDINA service at the 
University of Edinburgh, since 1998 (http://edina.ac.uk/ukborders/). The service 
allows users to specify the part of Britain to be covered, the type of unit, and the 
year. Usage logging of download activities began in May 2006 and statistics cover 
from then until the end of October 2010 (See Figures 4 & 5 below). It is interesting 
there has been a large growth in usage to the highest ever recorded figure during 
2010 even without the final two months of the year. Also worth noting is that the two 
most popular datasets for download are not geographically related, being firstly Local 
Government Districts 1911-71 and secondly civil parishes 1871-1911 indicating that 
users are perhaps most interested in a specific level of geography. The third most 
popular dataset is parishes 1911-71 and this adds substance to the argument that a 
large number of users are only interested in more localised data, hinting that our 
conjecture that the provision of data for very local areas, under our new download 
system, will prove very valuable. Not surprisingly the University of Portsmouth makes 
heaviest use of our data. However, the large numbers of downloads by London 
South Bank University followed by Leeds, Cambridge, LSE and Sheffield, plus others 
to a lesser extent, suggests students at these institutions are at least encouraged, if 
not expected, to use our data as part of their courses (See Appendix, Table 5). 
Figure 4: Total annual data downloads of GBHGIS Data from UKBORDERS at EDINA between May 
2006 and October 2010 
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Figure 5: Total downloads by dataset of GBHGIS Data from UKBORDERS at EDINA between May 
2006 and October 2010
 
 
When download figures between the repositories are compared it is apparent that 
more boundaries are requested than statistical datasets. It will be very interesting to 
follow these usage patterns over the next couple of years. Both repositories will 
receive improved data containing unique identifiers to simplify the process of putting 
the two types of data together. 
Probably the most often requested change is the addition of a download facility, 
currently being done with JISC funding. These come from a wide range of academic 
disciplines, not just historians, but also geographers, environmental scientists, 
sociologists, public policy and medical researchers, who all want to add a 
geographical dimension to their work. Requests for data from academic users, 
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Count of Datasets downloaded from UKBorders
particularly PhD research students, indicate the broad interest in our data and 
include: 
“I am writing up a PhD on London's suburbs... and would like to access some 
mapping to provide background information” (PhD student, University of 
London) 
 “I am interested in infant mortality in 1930, 1940 and 1950. I see on your 
website you display a map with infant mortality rates for modern day local 
authorities. Would it be possible to use the data behind this map for a project I 
am doing?” (PhD student, University of Bristol) 
“We are interested in obtaining access to shape files with the county borders 
of UK in 1840/1851. I would like to know whether this is possible in any way” 
(PhD Student in Economics, University of Copenhagen) 
“I was wondering whether the Dudley Stamp map is available in digitised geo 
registered GIS raster than just simply jpeg tiles (as appears in DIGIMAP). 
....We would like to have access to the file for an EU research project” 
(University of Reading user) 
“I'm trying to get hold of the dataset for district-level data from the 1931 
census. I've already got your boundary dataset from Edina and wanted some 
basic demographic stuff to link up to it... I wondered if it would be possible to 
get an excel/dbf/tab delimited copy of the 1931 dataset?” (University of 
Birmingham user) 
“Is there any way of disaggregating information or getting to the original data 
to check accuracy?” (User, May 2009) 
 “Could you tell me if your population data is available in downloadable format 
please? We're doing some research into population shifts and economic 
geography, and so spatial population data from 1801 would be very helpful”, 
(User, April 2010) 
The usage of the revised datasets at the repositories will be directly comparable to 
the download facilities currently being devised for Vision of Britain itself. 
2.10. Income generation from the website is now running at over £10,000 
per annum, fully covering our substantial running costs 
Several approaches to income generation were introduced in 2009 to provide funds 
to sustain the maintenance of the server behind the website. All the content was kept 
freely available, and commercial associations were added as unobtrusively as was 
possible to achieve. Co-marketing partnership deals with two companies providing 
sympathetic products in the local and family history markets were made and links to 
their products were integrated into the site, although these have not proven 
particularly remunerative. Commercial companies have bought various different sets 
of licensed historical data from the project team, some for a single payment, some as 
an annual payment over an agreed period and some as a fee with a royalty 
depending on the use for the data and how long it would be used for. 
The most interesting strategy was the decision to include Google Ads on the site. 
This caused considerable controversy within the University of Portsmouth, although 
it helped that we could show we were following the experience of the University of 
London's British History Online site and being advised by them; that included their 
supplying us with a "blacklist" of inappropriate advertisers we were able to upload to 
Google before launching. There has been a steady growth of Ad clicks and income 
in general since the Ads were implemented, and this demonstrates the validity in 
utilising them, although it is a little early to know if the upward trend seen since the 
Ads launched in the site will continue. Certainly the decision to go ahead has proven 
to be worthwhile so far. 
Figure 6: Overview of AdSense Data: January 1st 2009 – December 21st 2010 
 
Currently the highest advertising income comes from the places pages, and 
interestingly the Census reports, perhaps reflecting a bias in life-long learners 
towards using these pages (See Appendix, Table 6). Equally interesting is the lack of 
interest in links from the travel writing maybe suggesting they are mainly used as 
contextual material. Perhaps the low returns from the statistical atlas pages depict 
this as well, although the atlas results may also reflect the national rather than 
localised nature of those pages. It is also interesting to note the majority of users 
who click on Ads (85.06%) do not arrive from a referral site. The best ways to 
increase the amount of income generated through Ads is to attract more users and 
persuade users to spend more time on the site. Vision of Britain has always been 
remarkably good at bringing in users via web search engines, in particular Google, a 
direct consequence of the underlying formal ontology as discussed above (2.7). The 
easiest way to increase the length of site visits would be to introduce methods of 
user interaction. Although of limited scope in terms of audience, the download 
facilities will provide an initial indicator of how this might develop. 
3. Challenges 
Interviews were sought with academics that had previously been in contact with us, 
but many were not able to participate in the relatively short time period available for 
the rapid impact report. It is hoped some of them will be available for such an 
interview for the final case study, preferably once the new facilities are activated, to 
assess their success and usefulness. The time brevity also restricted survey work 
and limited responses to previously gathered data, but new survey data will be 
included in the final case study. A few of the analysis tools suggested by the toolkit 
were not available to use because our institution is not signed up to access them. 
This was moderated by the use of the other software suggested  toolkit and meant 
that types of analysis could, to some extent, be achieved. 
4. Conclusion 
The experience of the Great Britain Historical GIS Project, and its website A Vision of 
Britain through Time, is unusual among academic digitisation projects in that it has 
reached a mass audience and in how it has failed to meet the needs of what might 
be expected to be its core constituency, in historical geography and GIS. Note that 
the latter is very difficult to capture in any survey of existing usage or of users; while 
the problems are very substantially mitigated by the use of the separate download 
facilities for GBH GIS data operated by the UK Data Archive and EDINA. 
The website's success in reaching a broad audience has not been the result of 
effective publicity: both the initial launch in 2004 and the re-launch in 2009 were 
effectively publicised, including TV appearances, but major teething problems with 
the site and its server meant that users were unable to access the site, and the re-
launch in 2009 was actually followed by a slump in usage. Relying on grant funding 
makes it almost inevitable that money to publicise the site will have to be spent 
precisely when we have just made major changes to server, software and content; 
but this is precisely when the site will be least ready to meet a sudden surge in 
usage. 
Instead, the site's high level of usage – very high for an academic site – results from 
it being very "findable" via search engines; and this was something designed into it, 
and leverages its underlying ontological structure rather than being based on a 
separate "search engine optimisation" strategy. The consequence is a site that is 
heavily used but still, as we have seen, little known. It is genuinely hard to say how 
far this is a practical problem: even the most well-known academic websites are 
relatively little used. Most users of historic maps, even academic users of historic 
maps, are not cartographic historians and could probably name very few if any on-
line map collections. It is surely more important, even for academic use, that A Vision 
of Britain through Time is the number four result in a search of google.co.uk for "old 
maps", and the only academic site in the first ten results. 
Three other issues are arguably more serious that whether the site is well known: 
Firstly, there is evidence that users reach our "place pages" very easily, but then find 
it harder to navigate to the rest of our content. The sheer size and diversity of the site 
make it difficult to provide users with a simple mental map of how it works, but the 
evidence is that reducing the emphasis on administrative units in favour of "places" 
has been effective, and we are about to make further changes which will more 
clearly present administrative unit information, especially statistics, as a facet of 
"places". The problem here is partly one of funding: the project has oscillated 
between large scale funding and having so little funding that we struggle to stay in 
existence at all. Modest funding is needed so we can keep fine-tuning an 
unavoidably complex resource. 
Secondly, periods of generous funding mean working with inexperienced staff, 
resulting in resources which are at best poorly integrated and at worst full of 
mistakes. These have been noted by our users and lead to us being seen as 
unreliable. Part of the solution is again to be able to have a sustained lower level of 
activity by experienced staff, and under our current project much of the internally-
funded activity is about cleaning up and re-linking our digital boundary collection, 
which will have many benefits. However, another part of the solution is to make more 
visible the historical source the site is based on, and the clearest example is the re-
design of the initial place pages: users see not information from us, but excepts from 
both historical maps and text from nineteenth century gazetteers: very obviously 
"authentic" historical information. 
Thirdly and finally, the existing site is of limited usefulness to users from historical 
geography and GIS, because it simply lacks the functionality they expect and need. 
No amount of tweaking can solve this, which is why our current funding from JISC is 
being focused on adding new download and statistical mapping functionality. As 
already noted, a survey of current usage and users cannot really address this. 
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6. Appendix 
Table 1: Top Content on the site: October 1st 2007 – September 30th 2010 
  01/10/2007-30/09/2008 01/10/2008-30/09/2009 01/10/2009-30/09/2010 
Page Pageviews % of total Pageviews % of total Pageviews % of total 
Places 283,998 4.04% 272,212 4.55% 1,483,554 33.71% 
Historical 
maps 1,405,278 19.97% 1,219,869 20.38% 493,259 11.21% 
Census 
reports 599,276 8.52% 627,733 10.49% 427,542 9.72% 
Units 1,208,848 17.18% 973,967 16.27% 414,817 9.43% 
Statistical 
atlas 0 0.00% 36,652 0.61% 90,986 2.07% 
Travel 
writing 32,540 0.46% 6,108 0.10% 18,414 0.42% 
Learning 0 0.00% 4,714 0.08% 13,992 0.32% 
Totals 7036627   5,984,906   4,305,325   
 
Table 2: Entry page into the site: October 1st 2009 – September 30th 2010 
Page 
No. 
Entrances 
% 
Entrances 
No. Single 
page visits 
% Single 
page visits 
Places 582,237 54.58% 299,179 51.38% 
Historical maps 106,096 9.95% 67,669 63.78% 
Units 85,654 8.03% 25,750 30.06% 
Census reports 39,727 3.72% 17,269 43.47% 
Census text 35,556 3.33% 23,134 65.06% 
Descriptive gazetteer 19,465 1.82% 14,709 75.57% 
Historical descriptions 18,522 1.74% 11,639 62.84% 
Location 16,458 1.54% 6,094 37.03% 
Statistical atlas 4,343 0.41% 2,272 52.31% 
Travel writing 2,013 0.19% 945 46.94% 
Learning Resources 290 0.03% 186 64.14% 
Map 1: Map showing user locations: October 1st 2009 – September 30th 2010 
 
 
Table 3: Percentage of top 10 locations to users: October 1st 2009 – September 30th 2010 
 
Table 4: UK Data Archive/History Data Service: GBHGIS statistical dataset orders and downloads, 
from 1 June 2004 to 30 November 2010 
User type 
Downloads & Orders 
2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 
Staff, other 1 8 1 1 0 0 0 
Staff at institute of higher education 16 62 22 36 42 22 27 
Postgraduate 24 49 83 26 42 51 62 
Personal / genealogical user 6 40 16 10 5 14 13 
Local government staff 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 
Student in further education 0 5 1 1 1 5 6 
School teacher 0 1 0 0 0 2 0 
Undergraduate 5 42 18 12 26 34 14 
Other not-for-profit 0 3 2 2 2 1 1 
Non-Governmental Organisation or 
registered charity staff 1 1 0 3 0 0 0 
Total Downloads and Orders 53 211 143 91 118 129 125 
 
Table 5: UKBORDERS at EDINA: number of downloads of boundaries by Institution between May 
2006 and October 2010 
Organisation Total 
University of Portsmouth 483 
London South Bank University 316 
University of Leeds 145 
University of Cambridge 103 
London School of Economics and Political Science 99 
University of Sheffield 97 
University of Chichester 86 
EDINA 85 
University of Oxford 78 
University of Hull 64 
University of Edinburgh 54 
Newcastle University 50 
University of Manchester 45 
University College London 39 
Durham University 37 
King's College London 37 
University of Liverpool 36 
University of Leicester 35 
Cardiff University 33 
UK Data Archive 29 
Kingston University 24 
Edge Hill University 23 
University of Southampton 21 
University of Warwick 20 
Birkbeck, University of London 19 
Keele University 18 
University of Nottingham 17 
Imperial College London 16 
London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine 16 
Queen Mary, University of London 16 
University of Gloucestershire 14 
University of Greenwich 14 
University of Sussex 14 
University of East Anglia 13 
University of Glasgow 12 
Brunel University 11 
Manchester Metropolitan University 11 
University of Glamorgan 11 
De Montfort University 9 
Sheffield Hallam University 9 
University of East London 9 
Scottish Agricultural College 8 
University of Essex 8 
University of Reading 8 
University of York 8 
Bournemouth University 7 
University of Birmingham 7 
Aberystwyth University 6 
Lancaster University 6 
Liverpool John Moores University 6 
Queens University Belfast 6 
University of Ulster 6 
Bangor University 5 
Swansea Institute of Higher Education 5 
Swansea University 5 
University of Aberdeen 5 
Canterbury Christ Church University 4 
University of Dundee 4 
City University 3 
Coventry University 3 
Institute of Education, University of London 3 
Macaulay Institute 3 
University of Brighton 3 
University of Chester 3 
University of St Andrews 3 
York College 3 
Open University 2 
University of Central Lancashire 2 
University of Plymouth 2 
University of Stirling 2 
Aston University 1 
Bath Spa University 1 
Census Registration Service 1 
Loughborough University 1 
MIMAS 1 
Northumberland College 1 
Oxford Brookes University 1 
St. John Rigby Sixth Form College 1 
Swansea Metropolitan University 1 
The Manchester College 1 
UCE Birmingham 1 
University of Bradford 1 
University of Bristol 1 
University of Cumbria 1 
University of Strathclyde 1 
University of Teesside 1 
University of Worcester 1 
Wigan & Leigh College 1 
 
Table 6: AdSense Top Content Pages: October 1st 2009 – September 30th 2010 
Page No. Pages 
No. Ads 
clicked % Total 
Places 76,277 10,914 41.69 
Census reports 25,363 5,714 22.32 
Units 28,482 1,834 7.73 
Historical maps 44,312 1,431 4.30 
Historical descriptions 16,031 983 3.77 
Descriptive gazetteer 4,509 353 1.37 
Census text 4,791 262 1.12 
Learning resources 9 134 0.62 
Statistical atlas 769 123 0.56 
Travel writing 36 26 0.11 
 
